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1. The Swiss Political System and Evaluation
Evaluation, defined as a systematic inquiry assessing the outcomes of political programs,
depends very heavily on its political context. The Swiss political system has some quite special
features (compare Linder, 1994):
First, Switzerland has a three level government. Not only the Confederation, but also the 26
cantons (federal states) as well as the 3000 communities and municipalities have their own
financial, legal and political resources. The power of government is therefore shared among the
authorities on all three levels. “Most of the federal legislation is implemented by the
cantons.”(Klöti, 1988: 194). The cantons have kept full autonomy in a limited number of areas
(i.e. education, health, churches, taxes and political self-organization). Pwer sharing among the
federal, cantonal, and municipal governments is very important. The organizing principle of this
three-level system is subsidiarity. This means that the higher level has the power to intervene
only in cases where the lower level is not capable of doing so successfully.
The second important characteristic of Switzerland is its small size (see Klöti, 1987: 2-4).
Switzerland has approximately 6,700,000 inhabitants, which equals an average of 260,000
individuals per canton and 2,300 persons per municipality. 
Third, Switzerland is characterized by a semi-direct democracy. Direct democracy has an
important influence on the political system, namely on the decision rule: The dominant decision
rule is consensus. On the federal level, the four political parties that have been represented in the
federal government’s executive body in the same proportion since 1959 represent more than
seventy per cent of the electorate. 
The fourth aspect is the relative secrecy with which political decision-making takes place in
Switzerland. According to the system of consensus, the principle of cooperativeness, called
“Kollegialitätsprinzip” resp. “principe de collégialité”, prevents the individual members of the
government from deviating from the official course of the body. In addition, the executive
bodies of the federal government and almost all the cantons and communities do not apply the
principle of non-restricted review of their decision-making process (“Öffentlichkeitsprinzip”
resp. “principe de la publicité”). 
In Switzerland, evaluation, and social science in general, has a relatively short history (see
Bussmann, 1996: 307-308; Horber-Papazian and Thévoz, 1990). Until the mid-eighties, few in
Switzerland talked about evaluation of the public sector. Since that time, new initiatives and
changes have taken place. In 1987, the Federal Department of Justice and Police established a
working group for legislative evaluations. This working group succeded in contracting
evaluation studies and further research projects on the use of systematic inquiry in Swiss
legislation. In 1991, the group published its final report (AGEVAL, 1991). The report describes
experiences in the evaluation process and contains some recommendations for practice and
utilization of evaluation in Switzerland. In addition, the Swiss National Science Foundation
started a national research program called The Effectiveness of Public Programs in 1989 (see
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Bussmann 1996). Under the auspices of this program, a wide variety of evaluation studies was
conducted to check the performance of different evaluation designs, methods, and techniques.
The research program will be completed this year (see Bussmann, 1995; Bussmann et al. 1996).
The meta-evaluative research project presented in the next chapter was a part of this program. 
On the federal level, and to a lesser extent on the cantonal and local level, the use of evaluation
has made some progress. First, the Federal Parliament has established a parliamentary
administration control office whose duty it is to monitor administrative activities. This office
acts only on the orders of the permanent commissions of the National Council and the Council of
States. Since the new office was established, the parliament has used evaluation as a common
instrument of administrative control. Second, the executive power now has its own office
working on evaluation projects. The Federal Council’s administration control office is in charge
of monitoring administrative actions regarding effectiveness as well as efficiency. 
Besides these two services, the government audit office has broadened the scope of it’s
activities. The government audit office is increasingly involved in evaluative questions. In
general, it is now more common to conduct evaluation studies in other branches of the central
government. In the energy policy field, for example, many evaluations were carried out
investigating the effects of the program called Energy 2000. This program promotes energy
saving and the use of renewable energy sources. The evaluation studies analyze different
program measures. The goals of the program were used as evaluative criteria. This is only one
example of the widespread activities in evaluation that have taken place in the last few years. 
In spite of the developments mentioned above, Switzerland still belongs to the countries lacking
a strong evaluation community. Only a small group of social scientists is active in the field.
There is little evaluation training in the social science curricula at the universities. There are no
serious training programs at all for professional evaluators. A professional organization called
Swiss Evaluation Society (SEVAL) has existed since 1995. Up to the present, the Society has
been quite small and its activities have been rather limited. Switzerland still has to take many
steps to become a country with a well-established evaluation tradition. 
2. The Meta-evaluation: Research Questions and Design
The research project presented in this chapter was conducted from 1993 to 1995. It is called
Meta-evaluation—Criteria to Evaluate Evaluations (see Widmer, 1996a&b). The central
research question is divided into two parts:
• Does the Swiss practice live up to The Program Evaluation Standards?
• Are The Program Evaluation Standards appropriate for evaluating non-educational
evaluations within the Swiss context?
Fifteen evaluation studies were selected from different policy fields in an effort to answer these
questions. In a thorough analysis, each study was evaluated ussing an adapted version of The
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Program Evaluation Standards, originally developed by the Joint Committee on Standards for
Educational Evaluation (Joint Committee, 1981). Since the project started in 1993, it was not
possible to use the recently published, second edition of The Standards (Joint Committee, 1994)
as a reference in the empirical work. However, the 1994 edition was used to draw conclusions
from the analyses. To facilitate the use of The Standards, they were adapted to Swiss conditions.
This adaptation process included a translation into German and a slight adjustment to the non-
educational and Swiss evaluation fields. 
The resulting thirty criteria were used to evaluate each of the fifteen evaluations in an individual
case study. The case studies are partially descriptive and partially evaluative. The descriptive
part included information about the evaluand, the evaluative question, the evaluation design, the
client, the evaluators, and a thick description of the evaluation process. The evaluative part
contained a thorough assessment of the studies using the thirty evaluation criteria. 
The alternative criteria proposed by Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln (1989: 236-243) were
applied to those evaluation studies which did not follow a traditional scientific paradigm. These
alternative criteria are more appropriate to evaluation studies that have an alternative
paradigmatic orientation (e.g., naturalistic evaluation approaches). Both kinds of criteria were
defined as idealistic criteria and were, therefore, hard to fulfill in reality: difficult circumstances
confront every evaluation process (time and financial constraints, political pressure, poor data
and so on). Therefore, in each case study, a short impressionistic (and subjective) judgment
follows the assessment along the evaluative criteria. Furthermore, the case studies contain
documentation which includes lists of the written sources consulted and of the interviewees. 
The sample, consisting of the fifteen case studies, was drawn in two steps. A list of 110
evaluation studies conducted since 1990 constituted the universe for the selection of a sample of
the first ten studies. The sampling procedure followed a set of theoretical dimensions. Among
others, the following dimensions were considered: the governmental level, the institutional
structure of the policy area, the financial, personnel, and time resources available to the
evaluation, the methods applied, and the evaluator’s professional and academic background. In
this manner, the following ten evaluation studies were selected:
• Environmental policy and technological development, a study analyzing the effects of
environmental regulation for heating systems on technological innovations in heating
engineering (Balthasar and Knöpfel, 1994).
• Innovation processes in enterprises, evaluating the effects of public programs promoting
economic development on innovation processes (Bierter and Binder, 1993).
• Wage equality principle for homeworkers, examining the effectiveness of a public program
mandating equal wages for labor in factories and homework (Gerheuser and Schmid,
1993).
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• Housing program of the Federation, an evaluation investigating the effects of a program to
increase the owner-tenant ratio in the Swiss population (Schulz et al., 1993).
• Community centers in Zurich, analyzing the input-output efficiency of an organization that
runs institutions open to the public promoting social life in the municipal districts of Zurich
(Näf et al., 1993).
• Clearing away the snow on the mountain passes in the canton of Uri, a study searching for
more efficient solutions to the problem of snow removal on the mountain passes in the
canton of Uri (Sommer and Suter, 1993).
• Fees for garbage disposal, investigating whether the introduction of fees reduces the
amount of garbage in Swiss municipalities (Haering et al., 1990).
• The introduction of consumption-dependent charges for heating costs and the promotion of
renewable energy sources, examining the implementation and the effects of the two
programs in three Swiss cantons (Linder et al., 1990).
• Federal office for the environment, forests and landscapes, an organizational evaluation
assessing the organizational structure and the effects of the activities carried out by this
federal office (Knoepfel et al., 1991).
• The information campaign of the Federation concerning the European Economic Area-
referendum, a study dealing with the campaign of the federal government to promote the
knowledge about the referendum on a Swiss EEA membership (Longchamp, 1993).
A further set of five studies, the second step in the sampling procedure, was chosen according to
an additional research mandate. This mandate deals with the performance of evaluation studies
under severe financial and time constraints (Widmer et al., 1996). The five studies were:
• Investment aid in rural structural engineering in the canton of Zurich’, a study analyzing the
effects of a cantonal program on structural change in agriculture (Schnyder, 1993).
• Procedure of open bidding in the canton of Berne, an investigation of the effects induced
by the legislation on open bidding for contracts for public works and the possibilities for
improvement (Suter and Walter, 1993).
• Prevention of natural disasters in the canton of Wallis, a project evaluating the measures
taken to prevent damage by avalanches and landslides (Wuilloud, 1994).
• Promotion of economic development in the canton of Neuchâtel, an evaluation studying the
diverse programs for promotion of regional economic development (Forster and
Jeanrenaud, 1993).
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• Swiss design competition, analyzing the economic and cultural impacts of a design
competition called ‘Design Preis Schweiz’ (Thierstein, 1994).
The fifteen case studies, each dealing with one specific evaluation study, were based on written
materials and qualitative interviews with both stakeholders and evaluators. The written materials
consist of a wide variety of documents containing information about the evaluation. In addition
to the evaluation report and its earlier draft(s), such materials include all correspondence related
to the project, research designs, intermediate reports, the minutes, the evaluation contract (and if
appropriate, contract revisions of it), reactions to the evaluation in the media or in other arenas.
Interviewees were selected pragmatically. In all cases, the evaluator(s) and the client(s) were
interviewed. Additional interviews were conducted with the most relevant stakeholders in the
policy field under investigation. 
The case studies were submitted to the evaluators, and if appropriate to the clients also, for their
reaction to the arguments. On the basis of these statements, the case studies were revised. The
evaluators were given the opportunity to explain any differing points of view in a formal
statement, which was published along with the case studies (Widmer 1996a&b). The formulation
of the case studies was, therefore, an interactive process with a strong negotiation component. In
drawing the final conclusions, the case studies were compared with each other according to the
evaluative criteria. The results of the meta-evaluation, presented in the next two chapters, answer
the central research questions mentioned earlier.
3. Consequences for Evaluation Practice
The case studies revealed that the differences among the fifteen evaluation studies were
considerable. One project was, in effect, not an evaluation, but an inventory of the program
accomplishments (study number 13). In this case, the researchers refused to conduct a full case
study and restricted themselves to a description of the project. Two other studies (number 5 and
number 10) were labeled “evaluations” but were not evaluations at all in terms of the
requirements imposed by the standards. They both should be called advisory studies rather than
evaluations (compare Stanfield and Smith, 1984). The first conclusion follows from the above-
mentioned observations: the term “evaluation” should be used carefully. The examples also
demonstrate that evaluation in Switzerland is not yet a well-established profession. 
Despite the fact that the meta-evaluation showed the evaluations were successful in terms of
utility, feasibility and propriety, it also revealed several structural weaknesses. Table 1 shows the
criteria with a positive or a negative assessment compared to the average.
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Table 1: Criteria with positive or negative assessments (compare Joint Committee, 1981)
 Positive assessments  Negative assessments
A.2. Evaluator Credibility D.3. Described Purposes and Procedures
A.3. Information Scope and Selection D.5. Valid Measurement
A.6. Report Dissemination D.6. Reliable Measurement
A.7. Report Timeliness D.10. Justified Conclusions
B.1. Practical Procedures
C.1. Formal Obligation
C.4. Public’s Right to Know
C.5. Rights of Human Subjects
This survey highlights the discrepancy among the four criteria groups. On the left-hand side of
the table, the reader will find the criteria of utility (A; four out of eight criteria), feasibility (B;
one out of three criteria) and propriety (C; three out of eight criteria). On the right-hand side, in
contrast, the reader will find the criteria dealing only with accuracy (D; four out of eleven). A
comparable study on evaluation practice in the Netherlands came up with similar findings (see
Algemene Rekenkamer, 1996).
The question, then, is how to eliminate the weaknesses detected in the accuracy domain without
neglecting the strengths of practice in the other three areas. For this reason, it makes sense to
take a closer look at the points attracting critique. Many of the evaluation studies analyzed did
not report the procedures applied in the evaluation precisely enough. This is the reason why the
evaluation process is not transparent enough to allow the reader’s comprehension. This general
weakness is more acute in the evaluations (or parts of them) employing qualitative data
gathering or data analysis approaches. The explanation for the considerable qualitative-
quantitative gap in procedural description has to do with the differing current levels of
methodological development the two approaches have reached. The qualitative approaches, long
neglected by mainstream evaluation (as in social science), have to make up for lost time. In
addition, the inconsistencies between the requirements of a practical and a scientific report are
apparent. The evaluators, criticized in this respect, often pointed out this dilemma. Evaluation
has the obligation to combine the two requirements. Otherwise, evaluation risks losing its
practical relevance or will not be considered for the serious peer-review that will ensure high-
quality systematic inquiry. The two sides have to be considered in a balanced manner, without
neglecting one or the other.
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In addition to the developments in the Swiss evaluation domain described at the beginning of
this paper, other steps should be taken toward professionalization. The authors suggest
implementing plans for a strengthening of the Swiss Evaluation Society (SEVAL). Taking into
account Switzerland’s small size, it would perhaps be useful to consider stronger cooperation
with the newly founded European Evaluation Society (EES). With the help of a strong
professional organization it would be possible to establish an educational program dedicated to
evaluation. Another tool in improving the professional self-image of evaluators in Switzerland
would be the formulation of guiding principles (compare Shadish et al., 1995) or standards (see
chapter 4). In the authors’ opinion, it would be useful to conduct further meta-evaluations as a
suitable instrument in quality assessment as well as in quality management.
4. Some Remarks about the Relationship between the Standards and Swiss Practice
The implementation of the translated Program Evaluation Standards was very fruitful. In
general, there appears to be no reason to deny the applicability of the criteria to the Swiss
situation. The complete coverage of all relevant topics is especially useful. The criteria set
proved to be very accurate.In spite of this rather positive assessment, there are also some points
of critique to mention: 
1. It is awkward to use such a high number (30) of criteria. The authors believe it is important
to try to reduce the number of criteria.
2. The set of criteria does not fulfill the requirements usually imposed on a social science
typology. The criteria have many links among themselves; therefore, they are not
independent of each other. In addition, many aspects are covered by more than one
criterion. Also, not all the criteria are located on the same analytical level. This could be the
reason why “chain judgment” occurs. Furthermore, the postulates formulated in the criteria
conflict with each other. This leads to severe problems. As a consequence, it is nearly
impossible to fulfill all the criteria if they are strictly applied. This is not a satisfactory
situation for the evaluators responsible for the evaluation under investigation. But it
represents the evaluator’s dilemma very well. 
The authors investigated the relationship among the thirty criteria in the empirical case studies
with a network analysis. Looking at the newly-published revised edition of The Program
Evaluation Standards (Joint Committee, 1994) in the light of this empirical results, the following
suggestions are made regarding the criteria:
• Criterion U.4. “Valuational Interpretation” should be deleted from the list because of its
strong interdependence with other criteria (especially to A.3. “Described Purposes and
Procedures”, A.10. “Justified Conclusions”, and U.5. “Report Clarity”) and because of the
high number of criteria.
• The authors fully agree with the Joint Committee’s combining U.7. “Report Timeliness”
and U.6. “Report Dissemination” into one standard. 
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• Contrary to the Joint Committee’s decision, the authors would like to keep to the older
version of criterion F.3. “Cost Effectiveness.” The new formulation is less clear than the
older one and we think the new version tends to overemphasize the justification of the
resources expended. Compared to the revised version, more attention should be paid to the
provision of valuable information.
• The revision of standard P.4. “Public’s Right to Know” to the new entry “Service
Orientation” leads to problems in application in a non-organizational context. The authors 
suggest keeping the older version.
• In the Swiss situation, the change of P.7. “Balanced Reporting” to “Complete and Fair
Assessment” seems to be of little use. While the broadening of the scope of the standard
from “presentation” to “examination and recording” makes sense, the authors agree with
Michael Q. Patton’s critique on the impossibility of totally achieving completeness (Patton,
1994: 197). 
• The authors fully approve of the modifications proposed by the Joint Committee to criteria
A.1. “Object Identification”. The title of the new version comes closer to describing the
content of the standard and the formulation of the standard has gained in clarity.
• The two criteria dealing with validity and reliability, as the authors empirical research and
methodological reflections have shown, are strongly interdependent. It would be a
worthwile improvement to combine the two into one standard. In this way, it would be
possible to give a far-reaching statement on the quality of measurement. 
• The new edition of the standards has an entirely new entry called “Metaevaluation”. The
authors judge this to be a sound addendum and disagree with the opinion expressed by Joe
Hansen (1994: 559-560). First of all, Gene V. Glass calls a substantive combination of
different studies a meta-analysis and not a meta-evaluation (see for example Smith/Glass,
1981). Secondly, there is a difference between an evaluation and an audit (compare
Schwandt and Halpern, 1988). The third point is that metaevaluation’s semantic meaning is
an evaluation of an evaluation (compare the analogous formation of concepts as meta-
communication, meta-theory and so on). Fourth, the term metaevaluation has often been
used in the way proposed by the Joint Committee (see for example Scriven, 1969;
Stufflebeam, 1978; Smith, 1981; Schwandt and Halpern, 1988; Shadish, 1992; Gallegos,
1994; and Georghiou, 1995).
• In this empirical metaevaluation, the authors used the parallel criteria suggested by Guba
and Lincoln (1989: 236-243). Depending on the paradigmatic orientation of the evaluation
study under investigation, the original or the revised version was applied. Thus, there were
two different criteria sets available and the authors were in the position to select the
appropriate one. This procedure made empirical analysis more sensitive to the approaches
the evaluations followed. Evidently, this dualism is not able to catch the diversity of
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epistemologies. On the other hand, it also restricts the comparability of the case studies
elaborated with the different criteria sets. The dilemma between flexibility and sensitivity
on the one hand, and comparability on the other, is a subject for further discussion.
The suggestions are not meant as a critique of the work done by the Joint Committee. They are
intended as input to the ongoing discussion of context sensitive evaluation standard formation
(compare Marklund, 1984; Raven, 1984; Nevo, 1984; Smith et al., 1993; Hendricks and Conner,
1995). As is probably the case other countries, Switzerland needs a set of criteria defining good
practice in evaluation which takes its specific situation into account. The Program Evaluation
Standards are definitely a helpful starting point for the Swiss discussion.
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